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Learning and Employability

The ‘Learning and Employability’ series is intended for staff in higher
education institutions who may be at an early stage in considering the
enhancement of student employability. The publications will also be of
interest to those who are already engaged in developing employability and
who wish to broaden their understanding of the topic. 

The series currently comprises six publications:

1. Employability in higher education: what it is – what it is not 
(Mantz Yorke)

2. Employability: judging and communicating achievements 
(Peter Knight and Mantz Yorke)

3. Embedding employability into the curriculum 
(Mantz Yorke and Peter Knight)

4. Reflection and employability (Jenny Moon)

5. Widening participation and employability (Geoff Layer)

6. Entrepreneurship and higher education: an employability
perspective (Neil Moreland)

Future titles covering issues highlighted in the Government’s 2003 White Papers – The
Future of Higher Education and 21st Century Skills: Realising our Potential (both of which
apply only to England) – are under consideration. These are likely to include an exploration
of the pedagogic implications of vocational education, including the work of the Sector
Skills Councils and, in particular, of Foundation Degrees.

The series editor is Professor Mantz Yorke.

The Research and Publications Advisory Board, which reviews all LTSN Generic Centre and
ESECT publications, includes Professor Peter Knight (Open University), Professor Lee
Harvey (Sheffield Hallam University), Professor Stephen McNair (Surrey University), 
Dr Brenda Little (CHERI), Professor Kate Purcell (University of the West of England),
Mike Hill (Graduate Prospects) and Val Butcher and Kathryn Dalby from the LTSN
Generic Centre. 

Copy-editing is undertaken by Dr Donald Millar (formerly of the University of Leeds). 

The ‘Learning and Employability’ series will be extended under the aegis of the Higher
Education Academy and will reflect changing challenges and priorities in the relationship
between higher education and the many work opportunities likely to need – or benefit from
– graduate or postgraduate abilities.
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1. Introduction

This Guide in the Learning and Employability series concentrates on the employability facet of student

success and is designed to facilitate the sharing of ideas and practices amongst lecturers, policy

makers and practitioners.

Much that has been written about widening participation has focused on changing the student

population but very little attention has been given to helping students from underrepresented groups

to secure graduate-level employment. Employability, which is defined in this series as ‘a set of

achievements – skills, understandings and personal attributes – that make graduates more likely to

gain employment and be successful in their chosen occupations’ is a considerably less recognised

aspect of the standard engagement with students. It can be particularly difficult for those from groups

in society that traditionally have very little awareness of how to secure and develop into graduate-level

employment. Compared with those in lower socio-economic groups, it is significantly easier for the

offspring of those engaged in professional employment to understand the nature and demands of the

traditional professions such as Medicine and Law and other prestigious occupations.

This guide discusses the issues affecting widening participation and employability, and focuses on:

• The background to widening participation

• Issues regarding employability

• Examples of current practice

• An agenda for change.

2. The challenge of diversity

It is evident from feedback and interest within the HE sector that employability is becoming

recognised as an increasingly important facet of widening participation. Alongside this cultural shift is

the recognition that a more generally diverse student population challenges the traditional notion of

how to support a student into and through employment, including the provision of continuing

professional development opportunities.

One of the biggest challenges facing higher education is to secure greater levels of social inclusion

through increasing the participation of those in the lower socio-economic groups. There have been

many relatively successful attempts to achieve a more inclusive approach to participation within

universities and colleges by recruiting more people from minority ethnic groups and by securing a more

balanced gender mix. That is not to say that the issues are resolved for these groups – far from it.

There are many imbalances within the participation rate of minority ethnic groups and in gender mix

across subject areas. Although minority ethnic group participation in higher education is at a level

above that of their representation in the community at large, there are significant differences in

participation amongst the groups with that of people of Pakistani origin being high compared with that

of Bangladeshi men (HESA 2001). 
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Since the 1997 election, the focus has been much more on those young people who are seen as

underachieving and having low-level aspirations. The initial phase of Government intervention centred

on the inner city and the urban environment. This was a radical shift of approach as it engaged HEIs

in working with people through more formal partnership arrangements aimed at generating

participation locally. However, the social class divide within the sector as a whole remains, with higher

education perceived as being the province of the professional classes with relatively little participation

from the lower socio-economic groups. The Government is committed to increasing the participation

rate in English higher education from the current 41% to 50% of those aged between 18 to 30 by the

year 2010. It has also undertaken to change the nature of participation to ensure that it is more

socially inclusive. The measurement used is referred to as the Initial Entry Rate which covers entry to

HE, defined as a programme which is at least equivalent to one year of full-time advanced education.

The focus of Government attention has been predominantly on the simple participation rate within

higher education from different target groups. This is demonstrated by the common practice within

HEIs of having, at their fingertips, statistics on the number of students who have enrolled from the

various underrepresented groups but not having the same level of information concerning their

progression through their courses and into employment. In essence, there is a culture of measuring

the level of participation without looking at the whole picture of the student experience and therefore

the impact that HE can have in ensuring greater social cohesion.

The key to successfully widening participation is through attracting students from different groups and

ensuring that they are successful not only in moving into employment but also in securing appropriate

graduate employment. Without having the role models of individuals from their communities who have

succeeded in this way, many in the target groups will simply continue with the view that higher

education is for the privileged and ‘not for the likes of them’. In other words, to ensure that the sector

really changes and widens participation as a whole, there is a need to approach the strategies and

activities holistically and to include changes in learning and teaching and student support

arrangements within that approach.

The HEFCE advised HEIs to develop widening participation strategies in accordance with the ‘Student

Life Cycle’ which broke down the possible stages of engagement an HEI could have with a learner so

as to help them succeed. This was particularly successful and most HEIs have adopted this approach

as a means of mapping out the scale of activity and their plans. The Student Life Cycle was broken

down initially into the following stages (HEFCE, 2001b):

• Aspiration Raising

• Pre-entry support

• Welcoming and induction

• In-course support

• Employability

Figure 1 shows how this cycle was further developed in the later draft HEFCE Strategic Plan.
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In the 2004 call for revised widening participation strategies, the holistic approach will be further

emphasised, which will require institutions to pay more attention to student success strategies and

employability.

3. Background to widening participation
There is no generally accepted definition of ‘widening participation’ in higher education other than the

broad notion of targeting groups which are underrepresented within the system, yet the sector itself is

very diverse with significant differences in recruitment and participation not only between HEIs but

within the same institution. For example, the gender participation in any university may differ

significantly between a degree programme in Engineering compared with one in Modern Languages

while the institution as a whole may appear to be gender balanced. There is always a need to

recognise such diversity within the curriculum and that different disciplines will approach widening

participation according to their mix.

That said, following the 1997 election, ‘widening participation’ could no longer be treated as a

marginal activity. Instead it was to become a mainstream aspect of strategic plans. The Government

sought to kick-start this with the announcement of additional places in both further and higher

education. However, what was becoming abundantly clear was that despite the very many valiant

efforts by individuals and organisations, and the multitude of success stories, the proportion of those

in the lower socio-economic groups engaging in HE was not changing. The actual numbers of those

from low socio-economic groups has been increasing as participation in HE has increased but the

distinction in the participation rates of different groups demonstrates that the expansion has been at

its greatest in the ‘professional classes’.

Raising
aspirations

Student
success

Flexible
progression

First steps in HE

Better preparation

Fair admissions

Figure 1. Student Life Cycle Model  (Source: HEFCE Strategic Plan, July 2003)



Widening participation and employability

5
LTSN Generic Centre Learning & Employability Series

Widening participation and employability

Figure 2 is drawn from a study of those engaging in full-time higher education and shows that those

who come from families with relatively high income are most likely to gain and take up a place in

university or college.

(Source:  Supply and Demand in HE, HEFCE 2001c)

Figure 2. Comparison of Participation Rates and Family Income 

This is further supported by Figure 3 which shows the proportions of those who have, over a period of

40 years, entered full time HE – and that the gap between the two main class groups has not shifted.

(Source:  The Future of HE, DfES 2003a)

Figure 3. Participation by Social Class of Student in Full-Time Higher Education 

We can see in the reports of the National Skills Task Group a continued appreciation of widening

participation as a matter of social justice. There is also a growing emphasis on its contribution to the

development of a ‘national human capital’ approach. The political analysis was that HE participation

rates were the key to both economic development and social justice but that the latter would happen

only when the economic change had taken place and would then lead to a strong human capital

perspective.
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The work of the National Skills Task Group and the consequent skills strategy (DfES, 2003b) identified

that future employment growth would require HE qualifications.

The role of the funding councils in the UK has been to promote widening participation, to introduce

initiatives, and to require institutional strategies in respect of some aspects of institutional provision as

a requirement of grant. At the same time there is considerable investment taking place in schools as

a means of seeking improvements in terms of raising both aspirations and attainment levels, and to

secure a fundamental shift in the make-up of the student population within higher education. This

means that HEIs and further education colleges [FECs] face their own internal change agenda whilst

also being pressurised by schools to make significant change and to engage in partnership activity to

support progression into higher education, particularly from young people within inner city

environments.

Although the approaches are broadly comparable across the UK, there is a significant distinguishing

feature in respect of Scotland. Scottish Higher National Awards are primarily the province of FECs

rather than HEIs. As the Higher Nationals tend to recruit more students from the lower socio-

economic groups, this provides a particular Scottish focus on participation: Scotland has already

achieved 50% engagement. A second distinctive feature is that Higher National awards are not only

designed as an alternative route into and through higher education but also as a route to

employment. Consequently, employability initiatives and policy support in Scotland need to take

account of these distinctive features. A good analysis of the different nature of such qualification is

found in a study by Robertson (Robertson, 2002) in an international review of intermediate level

qualifications.

The general approach by the funding councils to HEIs regarding fulfilment of policy in respect of

widening participation has been to adopt a number of strategies to drive forward the policy initiative.

• Project Funding

This involves a series of fixed-term projects focussing on a geographical area. It seeks partnerships

(‘Aimhigher: Partnerships for Progression’. HEFCE 2002b) with FECs, schools and other agencies

to develop approaches that raise aspirations amongst targeted groups. These projects are aimed

at increasing attainment levels and negotiating progression agreements. In some instances they

have a strand which seeks to develop and enhance employability for targeted groups. The

Department for Education and Skills (DfES) has also been active in the schools sector to help raise

aspirations, most recently with ‘Aimhigher’.

• Postcode or premium funding

This is where the HEI receives an allocation of funding on a formula determined by their students’

home addresses. In England, there has also been an allocation (the ‘Aspiration Funding’) to HEIs

that recruit fewer than 80% of their students from state schools as a support mechanism to help

them to redress the balance.
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• Funded growth

This usually involves a competitive exercise through which HEIs bid for additional student numbers

against a number of policy priorities normally involving widening participation, part-time study and

sub-degree provision

• Strategies

HEIs in England were required to develop initial statements on widening participation in 1999 and

then to develop three-year comprehensive strategies – with action plans – for widening

participation. These required the setting and establishment of specific targets both for recruitment

and retention of students from non-traditional groups. The HEIs received considerable support in

developing these strategies through national and regional seminars and a detailed guide (HEFCE,

2001b) to good practice in writing strategies and developing action plans.

Although HEIs were encouraged to address employability for their target under-represented groups,

an analysis of those strategies showed that few HEIs addressed the issue of employability in any

meaningful way (Layer, Srivastava and Stuart 2003). The Higher Education Funding Council for

England (HEFCE, 2002a) subsequently reviewed its approach and developed a new range of

targets which are intended to:

• Increase participation through ensuring that more learners utilise higher education.

• Widen participation through being more socially inclusive

• Give fair access by promoting strategies that offer young people from low socio-economic groups

the chance to train for the more ‘elite’ professions by entering universities which offer the

appropriate courses, such as Medicine or Law.

• Promote student success by focussing on students who successfully complete their course of study. and

• Increase the representation – and success – of disabled students.

The Future of Higher Education (2003) shifts the policy on widening participation further (a) by
focussing on increasing representation from the lower socio-economic groups and (b) by the policy of
regulating admissions policies to ensure fairer access. The authors of the White Paper recognise,
however, that there are ‘no quick fixes’ (Layer and Smith 2001) and that there is a need to build
capacity amongst a target group to realise that higher education can be for them as well. This is to be
achieved through bringing together the concept of regional HE and FE projects into a new scheme
known as ‘Partnerships for Progression’ (HEFCE 2002b) and linking it with an expanded ‘Excellence
Challenge’ to form ‘Aimhigher’ as a co-ordinated initiative across England with a clear role in building
aspirations, improving attainment and securing different progression routes into HE.

At the same time as the publication of the White Paper came the HEFCE Grant settlement for HE
providers (HEFCE 2003a) which saw a radical shift in the widening participation allocations which
raised the premium from a base rate of 5% to 20%. This four-fold increase was not new money but
reflected a re-organisation of funding from general teaching resource into a new category known as
‘retention’. The allocations reflect a new formulaic approach which seeks to fund HE providers on the
basis of a combination of factors. These include home postcodes – as a measure of likely affluence
and social class – previous educational attainment, and likelihood of being at risk of non-completion. It
is this latter factor that attracts the additional allocation and is based on an assessment that those with
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the lowest entry requirements are most likely to have the greatest problems in terms of progression,
and that HE providers need to be funded to enhance the support to this group. In effect it is an
earmarked element within the teaching and support resource in the block grant which institutions
receive. For the first time also, the directly funded FECs which provide HE have received widening
participation allocations. In 2004, HE providers will be required to develop and submit new widening
participation strategies to account for how they allocate the funding to meet the needs of the students.

Although this will assist preparation for HE study it does not address success within HE and the

consequent world of work as that should be addressed by HEIs’ widening participation strategies.

4. Who are the underrepresented
groups?

There is a policy view that the ‘final frontier’ (Newby 2003) in widening participation – apparent from

the earlier Figures 1 and 2 – is the participation rate from the lower socio-economic groups. This is

very different from the traditional perspective of access to Higher Education which developed from the

1970s with a focus on adult returners, women and minority ethnic groups. The view now is that these

groups have achieved the appropriate level of representation and no longer require any specific

policy intervention. As noted earlier, this assumes that participation at institutional and subject level

are coterminous. Clearly, this is not the case, hence the continuing update of ‘Women into

Engineering’ courses.

Whilst HEIs have much experience of outreach work, it is usually with those outside the standard

model of the ‘straight from school’ route to full-time degrees and is traditionally associated with

groups seeking to re-engage learners, which is the model that has led to enhanced participation from

adults. This shift in outreach to young people comes at a time of increased competition for students

and poses many challenges for partnership working, as institutions that may traditionally compete are

now seeking to work together and much of this is still at the early stages of development.

The prime focus of Government policy is the Fair Access concept which is often interpreted as

seeking to enable bright young working-class learners to enter the most prestigious universities and it

is often referred to in that way in the media and many parts of the sector. In England, it was launched

as a special initiative by the Secretary of State for Education through the Excellence Challenge (DFEE

2000). This initially had four primary strands of action:

• Investment of more funds in inner-city schools to focus on establishing links with HEIs both

regionally and with ‘highly selective national recruiting universities’ and raising attainment levels

within the schools.

• Pump-priming initiatives in HEIs which were below the norm for recruiting for state schools to help

them to target such schools.

• A promotional strategy to raise the profile of HE within these targeted groups.

• Introduction of Opportunity Bursaries to financially support working-class youngsters from the inner

city entering full-time degrees.
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This initiative has been far more radically interpreted by many HEIs that have sought to encourage

greater inclusiveness within programmes. The general focus on the type of university, though, misses

the real point as in many instances it is a particular professional occupation that needs to be targeted,

which informs the admissions process for a specific course. The way to secure change in the social

mix – and to ensure greater economic competitiveness – is to address the nature of employment, not

the universities. A more enlightened and radical approach would be to focus on a particular inner-city

area and to identify how many young people from that area enter courses in medicine, dentistry, law

and accountancy, which can be seen as examples of the middle-class-dominated professions with

limited lower socio-economic group engagement. A hope is that the raised aspirations will endure

and prompt more of these ‘new’ students to seek entry into the more traditional (and prestigious)

graduate occupations.

In many of the target areas the number will be very small as the attainment levels are not at the

standard required for entry to these courses. The Office for Fair Access Proposals (DfES 2002)

recognises that the ‘problem’ in terms of progression to HE from lower socio-economic groups is due

to the performance and attainment level at GCSE and not at later stages as 90% of young people

from low socio-economic groups who achieve two ‘A levels’ will already enter HE. HEIs have therefore

utilised their HEFCE/LSC project funding to work with local schools to seek to raise attainment levels

so that young people from the target group are more likely to stay on at age 16 and seek to progress.

Nevertheless, it is interesting that the proposed Office for Fair Access intends to regulate the HE

sector to make good deficiencies in the pre-16 system.

5. Foundation degrees: widening
participation and employability

The drive towards widening participation coincided with a concern that HE should help to meet

national vocational and economic needs. One outcome was the introduction of Foundation Degrees

as a radical new form of provision designed to raise skill and attainment levels within the workforce,

and by providing a new suite of qualifications at an intermediate level, to redress skill shortages within

a range of jobs. Foundation Degrees were intended to drive forward the employability agenda within

HE in partnership with FE and employers. They would involve planned, systematic work-based

learning and would be pitched at people who might not otherwise be attracted to higher education.

This new provision was designed to incorporate preparation for work, learning in the workplace, and

the development of key skills.

Many of the successful programmes have been aimed at those already in employment who do not

necessarily need a particular qualification to practise but who would benefit from a broad

development programme. The Foundation Degree enables them to use their current work experience

as part of the academic programme by bringing the learning they have gained at the workplace to

their course.

Because the courses do not typically lead to any form of licence to practise, there is greater freedom
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within the curriculum and the pace of study. Programmes are likely to include a greater proportion

from lower socio-economic groups but this has yet to be verified for the pilot programmes. If the

ambition for Foundation Degrees is even partially met it will change the nature of widening

participation and employability. The student body will change in terms of social class composition and

work-based learning will gain further ground in higher education provision.

This new form of provision needed to have academic esteem and to be aligned with Honours

Degrees, which were taken as the ‘gold standard’ requiring a close fit with the developing national

framework. Ensuring parity of esteem with Honours Degrees restricted the innovation of some

Foundation Degrees as progression became more of an issue in the academic planning. This poses

a tension between the meeting of needs of the target community and meeting the needs of the

Honours Degree for progression purposes. A tension between employability and academic shaping!

The DfES has indicated that it intends to remove the progression requirement. 

It is likely, as anticipated by the Foundation Degree Prospectus (HEFCE, 2000), that a significant

proportion of learners engaging with the Foundation Degree will be from the lower socio-economic

groups. This is due to the focus on particular types of employment, such as the unregulated

workforce where there is no specific qualification required for the role and where there are large

numbers in the workforce with Level 3 qualifications who need the Foundation Degree to address the

skills shortage as a means of professional development. The Level 3 qualification, though, will not

necessarily have such a heavy reliance on ‘A level’ entry as conventional degree courses.

One of the major growth areas is likely to be in Health and Social Care with a focus on the many care

workers who are in low-paid employment, do not require a higher level qualification or licence to

practise but the employer wants to develop their skill level. This will make a significant contribution to

achieving the 50% participation target, even though some of the numbers will represent older

learners.

6. Issues regarding employability

As explained earlier the focus of HEIs has predominantly been on participation from specific target

groups rather than student success and a more holistic approach. Consequently the benchmarks and

the Performance Indicators do not take account of employability in a manner pertinent to the

changing nature of HE and the issues reflecting a broader student intake. The employment

measurements that have been used within HE focus on the employment of full-time students within

six months of graduation through the First Destinations Survey, which is typically at Christmas. An

improved approach is now in place and will be used to describe the progress into the workplace of

the class of 2003. However useful it proves to be, it will, of course, describe achievement some six

months after graduation: employability as a life-long concept will not be addressed by the revised

survey. As explained earlier, in defining employability there is a stark difference between that first job

after graduation and where that individual is likely to be in a further ten years time.

A broader perspective of employability is one that seeks to recognise different forms of employment

and the continuing development of the individual within the workplace. That is why the National Skills

Task Force has made particular recommendations for learning in the workplace and why the LSC, in
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conjunction with RDAs, has produced a draft Workforce Development Strategy. This approach, along

with the development of Union Learning Representatives who are responsible for supporting the

development of learning in the workplace as a strand of collective bargaining, starts to address the

development and training needs of the workforce. This will lead to a different kind of engagement for

HE which will raise a number of issues for the sector as it develops. 

7. Widening participation and
employability

The traditional notion of Access as an alternative route into HE focused very much on adult learners

and the changing nature of some aspects of employment, linking social justice and individual

competitiveness. An example of this is given in Box 1.

Box 1

In 1985, Sheffield City Council identified that they had a growing Afro-Caribbean community

but very few teachers, social workers and managers from that background who could provide

community understanding and links. They were very conscious that they had a white

professional workforce, that their black employees fulfilled manual roles, and that this tended

to be a self-fulfilling prophecy. The student recruitment pattern in local HEIs was unlikely to

make any real difference given its white dominance. Therefore the Council decided to try to

redress the problem through developing a Black Access Course in Sheffield College which

developed progression routes from the Access Course to degrees in Housing, Public

Administration, Teacher Training and Social Work, all of which led to appropriate employment

with the Council.

The scheme was successful in raising the issue, proposing a solution, and developing a

culture within the communities that they could gain such employment. This enabled some

students to move into key jobs and then to act as role models for the next generation.

This was a common type of scheme that developed across the UK as a means of seeking to

influence the movement of minority ethnic groups into HE and jobs that could influence the

educational patterns of young people in those groups in the future. This was one of the very radical

interpretations of equal opportunities which shifted away from the ‘treating everyone the same’

concept, as all that does is replicate advantage and does not address change. It is argued here that

in order to achieve change you have to address individual need and not just adopt a simplistic

common denominator approach.

As the possibility of securing a ‘job for life’ with the same employer is increasingly unlikely, emphasis

needs to be given to new kinds of career pathways, reflecting not only the greater diversity of the

student population, but also the greater volatility of the labour market. Graduates who do not have

family histories of working in the traditional professions tend to be less likely to go into them. The

Council for Industry and Higher Education (2002) undertook a survey of 87 organisations across

seven different industry sectors to identify how they were addressing recruiting from a more diverse

graduate body. They discovered that:
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• Large retail organisations had given an impressive degree of consideration to equal opportunity

issues and they took into account the diversity of their customer base.

• Public sector organisations were committed to diversity and equal opportunity policies throughout

their workforce.

• Some manufacturing employers were more concerned with the nature of the ‘fit for the job’.

• SMEs tended to be more focussed on the ‘fit for the job’ as well, given the limited scale of the

operation.

• The ‘not for profit’ sector receives a substantial number of unsolicited applications and tends

therefore to be reactive in recruitment.

Given this spread of responses, there are also clearly issues about the type of employment sought by

the individual – as well as their background – if higher education is to contribute as much as possible

to full graduate employability. What might be done?

Four broad approaches, which will shortly be described in some detail, are:

• Preparing the student prior to entry through raising aspirations, supporting increasing attainment

and facilitating access to appropriate courses. This is part of the concept of Fair Access which has

developed through Government policy initiatives and supported by HEFCE as a means of seeking

to redress the balance in terms of social inclusion.

• Changing the approach of careers services within HE. The idea is that careers services should

contribute to curriculum provision, perhaps by running optional skill-building modules.

• The most radical of all four is securing curriculum change to ensure that the preparation for

employment is embedded within the courses for all students.

• Extending HE provision to equip individuals already in the workforce with the skills and knowledge

to enhance their employability. This is a key issue in ensuring that the sector engages with the Skills

Strategy (DfES, 2003c) which seeks to raise skill levels within the workforce as part of the economic

agenda.

These models are not mutually exclusive – there are examples of HEIs that have used all four forms –

nor is the institution the only level at which action is initiated: departments are important centres of

initiative. (The Learning and Teaching Support Network, through its subject centres and, less directly,

through its Generic Centre, provides guidance and more direct support for disciplinary groups. Its

successor body – the Higher Education Academy – will continue to do so.) However, there is less

evidence of the practices developed at subject level being incorporated into the broader institutional

practice as captured in institutional Widening Participation and Learning and Teaching strategies. This

may well be due to a failure to connect satisfactorily within and across institutions – and actual

practice often better reflects the response to policy initiatives than institutional documentation.
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8. ‘Fair Access’

There are many examples of initiatives that focus on raising aspirations and attainment as part of the

Fair Access initiative described earlier. The two examples below in Box 2 are mirrored in many other

places but highlight how HE is working to redress the social balance within the medical profession.

Box 2

Queen Mary, University of London

In the London Borough of Tower Hamlets there is a combination of highly successful medicine

and dentistry provision which draws students from around the world and from ‘high flying’ UK

students. There is very little progression to those courses from within the borough itself due to

the nature of its provision in terms of participation and attainment rates with very few students

achieving at the desired level to progress. Consequently the local university – Queen Mary,

University of London – has identified that the gaps are primarily in the science and

mathematics attainment levels. It has joined in partnership with local colleges and schools to

provide additional classes in science and mathematics taught by the universities on Saturdays

and with the young people being paid by the LEA to attend and participate.

There is a combination of funding streams involved including some HE project funding and

other grants. The aim is to raise the level of attainment so that more local people may be able

to engage in joining the medical profession.

Leeds/Bradford Medical School

This is a different approach to the same issue. As part of the expansion of medical education

there was a need to increase provision and to seek to make it more inclusive. The University of

Leeds Medical School sought such expansion and linked with the University of Bradford to

develop an approach which targeted local young people who traditionally did not seek to enrol

in medical education. It developed an outreach strategy which introduced an extra year at the

start of the course. This allowed students to achieve a level of attainment which, after two

years, allowed progression into the second year of the medical programme or continuation of

their studies via a degree in Clinical Sciences. A longer course does, though, have the added

problem of more loan years, which has been addressed in terms of access to the loan but not

in the total repayment costs. Strategies such as this require considerable investment in

outreach activity and in understanding the target groups – which will involve de-mystifying

some of the issue around medical education at a very early age and providing a target to work

towards – along with an understanding of the medical profession.

There is also a process of educating some of the professional and statutory bodies in the issues to

be addressed as in a number of instances they have developed membership or accreditation criteria

based on graduate entry but determined by the initial ‘A level’ points score. Many involved in HE find

it somewhat surprising that such bodies focus on the ‘raw material’ and not the ‘finished product’,

thereby totally ignoring the educational process. At the very least, this implies the need for guidance

to ensure that individuals are fully aware of the avenues that are then open and the different directions

that can be taken.
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9. Careers Services

Higher Education Careers services were recently reviewed (Harris Report: DfEE 2001) with a view to

strengthening their engagement and role within the sector. The last ten years have seen significant

changes in their work through the introduction of career management skills activities to equip

graduates with employability skills and experiences. This is often achieved through modules that may

be a part of a student’s undergraduate course. Careers services are helping with the development of

student job shops through which students are able to support themselves financially, by working part-

time. All students feel the pinch financially. Job shops have been a welcome development and

students from poorer backgrounds will be used to having to ‘work-and-study’. Careers services can

help them to capitalise on what they have learnt through working, relating it to their programme of

studies and often connecting it to the personal development planning process. In a number of

universities this is done by accrediting the learning that has taken place by means of a portfolio.

One of the interesting developments in a number of careers services is the targeting of activity

towards an identifiable group that would appear to be less likely to enter graduate employment.

Research undertaken by HEFCE (2001c) demonstrates that graduates from minority ethnic groups

are more likely to be unemployed then their white counterparts (Figure 4). The research does not

distinguish between nature and type of course nor does it take into account whether the graduate is

engaged in graduate-level employment as opposed to more general types of work.

(Source: HEFCE 2001c)

Figure 4. Extra Minority Ethnic Group unemployment 

There have been a number of initiatives which have seen careers services seeking to develop links

with employers and put together a toolkit of activities which utilise mentors and role models to assist

students from minority ethnic groups to enter appropriate graduate employment. Some projects in the

Innovations Programme (Innovation Team, 2003) – funded by the DFES and supported by HEFCE –

addressed employability amongst minority ethnic groups. Box 3 gives three examples of ways in

which this has been tackled.
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Box 3

1. The Impact Project in West Yorkshire was designed to enhance the employment skills of

students from minority ethnic groups and to improve equality of access to graduate jobs. The

project analysed local and national data and established a ‘supporters club’ of graduate

employers. This supporters club designed and delivered a programme of learning, personal

development and guidance to better prepare graduates for entry to the labour market.

<http://www.brad.ac.uk/admin/impact/>

2. The Law Graduates Employability Network at London Metropolitan University

<http://www.lga.ac.uk/careers/lagren.html> aimed to enhance the employability of law

students from disadvantaged groups both inside and outside the mainstream legal

professions. The key outcomes were:

•  An increase in work experience and mentoring opportunities for law students 

•  Work shadowing opportunities

•  Development of a skill-based customised training programme

•  Increased level of careers advice

•  Casebook published to guide career choice outside the legal profession 

3. The Minorities Ethnic Recruitment, Information, Training and Support project, led by the

Association of Graduate Careers Advisory Services (AGCAS) piloted several initiatives to

enhance employability amongst minority ethnic group students at different institutions:

•  An information-based website

•  On-line mentoring

•  Engaging local SMEs in work experience and mentoring

•  Integrating mentoring into the curriculum

•  Work placements for first year students <http://www.agcas.org.uk/merits>

These three projects are interesting examples of what can be done. The evidence to date suggests

that they could be successful. However, they have all involved external funding and even the project

that has been further embedded still needs additional funds. There are two issues with funded and

time-limited project approaches:

• Does ‘bolt-on’ additional activity really change the nature of the service, or is it simply providing a

short-term response?

• How can we tackle the marginalisation that often attaches to external projects which sit outside the

main structures of the institution?
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There is, of course, no reason why such activities cannot be undertaken without additional resources if
a decision is taken to target the existing resources on priority areas. For example, most HE careers
services operate a universal service on a demand-led basis. In contrast, the Connexions Service, which
provides information, advice and guidance for 14-21 year olds, concentrates resources on the most
disadvantaged in society, which implies reduced service for those in a better position, given the fixed
nature of resources. Higher education careers services may need to consider such a targeting system
to ensure sufficient support for those most likely to find it harder to gain graduate employment. Indeed,
given the limited resource base, there is a strong argument that such targeting should take place to
ensure maximum value added for the learner. The argument for an undifferentiated focus for careers
services must be seriously challenged, given the increasing student diversity.

10. Curriculum change

Since the late 1980s, there has been a significant curriculum development process which started with

the introduction of the Enterprise in Higher Education [EHE] Initiative and the development of key

skills within the curriculum. EHE was developed in order to ensure greater employability amongst

graduates and to meet the changing needs of the world of work. Part of the debate concerning skills

has been whether they should be delivered on a stand-alone basis or integrated into the subject

delivery. There are different views on this. Opinion is often based on the perspective of the

programme providers, sometimes taking account of employer views but – less often – based on the

views and needs of a diverse student body. For further analysis of the curriculum change issues see

Knight and Yorke (2003) and for details of a number of curriculum initiatives, see Harvey (2003).

Part of the new ‘Third Mission’ agenda from HEFCE is to pump-prime universities and colleges to

enable them to focus the curriculum more on entrepreneurship and to enable students to develop

entrepreneurial skills as well as a more general employability.

Third Mission activity has been described under a variety of titles and reflects those areas of work that

focus on links with industry and commerce. Typically, they will involve technology and knowledge

transfer and are now being broadened to seek to work more closely with business. They are often

referred to as ‘Third Mission’ as a means of promoting a third strand of institutional activity next to

research and teaching. They receive institutional framework funding from HEFCE through the Higher

Education Innovation Fund (HEIF). This is designed to reflect the increasing movement towards

independent, freelance working, and working in small firms which constitute the growth arm of the

economy. The approach has two strands to it, namely:

• To change the existing HE curriculum so that students following the traditional model of a three year

full-time honours degree straight from school encounter entrepreneurialism within that curriculum.

This could be achieved in a number of ways, for example through a specific module on

entrepreneurialism to project work, external speakers, or use of the HE Active Community Fund

(HEFCE, 2001a).

• To develop an entrepreneurship programme designed for local business communities. This is a very

different target group as it is seeking to engage people already working in business to help them

change the nature of their approach and to make them more competitive. This approach is linked

to the skills strategy of many Regional Development Agencies.

Examples of approaches to this can be found in the Innovations Projects (2003). An example of the

issues involved in entrepreneurship is given in Box 4.
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Box 4

Enterprise Awareness in Higher Education (Shell LiveWire)

In order to embed the promotion of enterprise awareness the project utilised a cascade

training programme and supported the production of institutional development plans. The

project designed and produced training materials, used them to train the trainers, ran

promotional campaigns and linked with other enterprise initiatives thus seeking to establish a

holistic approach to supporting entrepreneurship. This project sought to assist the staff in HE

to reflect on the curriculum issues needed to establish entrepreneurship skills amongst the

student body. <http://www.shell-livewire.org/dfee>

11. Extending HE provision
There have recently been two new key initiatives that seek to address social inclusion and
employability. They are initiatives that have been designed from the perspective of workplace needs
rather than initiatives seeking to develop employment routes from traditional courses.

The first of the initiatives is the shift in Health Service provision whereby the NHS have become
purchasers of provision to fit their particular workforce needs rather than relying on the vagaries of the
graduate market place. Through the regional Workforce Confederation model they negotiate with
universities and colleges regarding student numbers and the provision of particular courses. This
contract also covers continuing professional development and updating programmes for health
professionals who will typically not be graduates, and a significant proportion will come from the lower
socio-economic groups. The approach has proved to be successful in the NHS and is being looked
at by other public sector bodies. It could represent a new way of addressing inclusivity and
employability through a combination of development and planned recruitment from local
communities. Part of this is being achieved through Foundation Degrees (see Section 5).

The Foundation Degree Initiative is an interesting example of how the Government seeks to influence
change within the sector. Rather than simply expecting the HE sector to champion the cause of this
new vocational qualification, it sought to do this by providing initial development funding and extolling
the virtue of the FE sector in delivering such courses in partnership with HEIs. To some extent there is
a strong view within government that the FE/HE boundaries are too artificial and that there needs to
be greater integration between the two in order to provide better levels of progression. The FE sector
already provides 11% of the higher education within England and a larger proportion within Scotland.
Across the UK as a whole there are initiatives to ensure greater linkage.

There needs to be a reminder here that when thinking about employability and higher education it is
important to address the needs of those students doing all or part of their higher education in further
education colleges. The danger with that approach is that it can be seen as letting HE ‘off the hook’
as the Government secures expansion but does not change the culture of HE. The real success for
Foundation Degrees will be in building a real commitment to partnership in practice so that work with
the targeted employees and communities can be successful.

An interesting example of such an approach is to be found at the University of Staffordshire which has
developed an F/HE consortium with local partner FECs. They have developed a suite of Foundation
Degrees that have been jointly planned and delivered amongst the partnership.<http://www.staffs.ac.uk>
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The White Paper of 2003 suggests that existing higher national awards become part of the Foundation
Degree framework to create one new curriculum infrastructure. This should not be seen as a simple ‘re-
badging’ issue as the drive will be for all the Foundation Degrees all to comply with the recently
developed Quality Assurance Agency Benchmarks used in the 2003 review of progress (QAA 2003).
The distinctive feature will be an emphasis on learning in and through the workplace (work-based
learning), matched by learning for the workplace (work-related learning), which can take place in a
variety of ways - in the classroom and through on-line and other distance learning methods.

12. Disability
Over the last ten years there has been a growing recognition that the needs of disabled students and
their participation within higher education have had to be addressed. Universities and colleges have
been successful in increasing the numbers of disabled students and developing their support
mechanisms. How much of the increase is due to students feeling it ‘easier’ to report the disability as
opposed to HEIsattracting a higher proportion of disabled students will never be known. However
both the Disability Discrimination Act and the Special Educational Needs and Disability Amendment
Act 2001 place special obligations on educational bodies. Rather than just complying with legislation,
there is a case for saying that educational bodies should be at the forefront of helping society to be
more socially inclusive.

Hitherto, the prime focus has been on participation and learner support and not on employability.
Employability is really the next issue that needs to be addressed and some of the initiatives utilised for
other target groups could easily be customised for disabled groups. This would be consistent with the
social model of disability which, in contrast to the medical model, holds that it is society that has put
the barriers in place and that it is society that needs to find ways around the barriers. It is important
for HEIs to realise that disabled students have already had to be independent learners in their
approach to learning, although they will have come from very different educational backgrounds.
Some may have been at specialist colleges for the deaf or the blind and some may have been in
mainstream education provision. By the time they enter HE, many tend to be older than typical
undergraduates. Increasingly HEIs are enhancing the level of support as disabled student numbers –
and their proportion – increase.

An example of a broad approach is the ‘Head Start’ programme organised by the Royal National
Institute for the Deaf (RNID) which worked in partnership with universities. Outcomes included:

• Deaf students targeted for job-search activities.
• Companies take part in deaf-awareness training prior to deaf students taking up work experience.
• The London Graduate Fair employed interpreters.
• One university hosted a job preparation workshop for British Sign Language (BSL) users.

A number of employers have also committed themselves to particular strategies to ensure greater
proportions of disabled employees. Of course such a strategy for disabled graduates really needs to
address the type of employment as well to ensure that it is at an appropriate level.

13. Conclusions

It is evident from feedback and interest within the HE sector that employability is becoming
recognised as an increasingly important facet of widening participation. Alongside this cultural shift is
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a recognition that a more generally diverse student population challenges the traditional notion of
preparing a student to move into and through employment.

This Guide has sought to make the case that not only does employability need to be ‘built into’ the
student experience throughout their course: there is also a need to address how it is approached for
different groups. It is hoped that the following recommendations could help universities and colleges
with employability and diversity, although some of the issues may be best addressed through subject
centres.

Raising aspirations
• Introduce the nature of graduate employment possibilities through early engagement. Demonstrate

the type of employment that may be possible. May be best achieved through role models from
similar communities who are in particular forms of employment.

• Build work-related visits/videos into events to show what can be achieved by individuals.
• Produce simple guides to employment areas related to a subject showing what can be achieved.
• Explain the nature of professional roles and how they can be accessed as well as demonstrating

the notion of self-employment.

Raising attainment
• Produce, at the subject level, learning resources for different age groups that show the nature of

graduate work in the various employment sectors.
• Young people often have mentors during their school years. Rather than adding to the number of

mentors and the co-ordination problems, a staff development programme and set of learning
materials should be produced which brings the mentor up-to-date with different types of
employment and necessary attainment levels.

On their HE course
• Develop a network of employer/professional body mentors who will undertake a structured

programme of support for targeted students. This should include a monitoring and review process
so that progress can be fully tracked.

• Develop specific resource packs and materials on websites to support targeted groups of students
through producing information.

• Build career management skills into the curriculum across all HE courses.

After graduation
• Track the nature and type of employment gained by the targeted groups and monitor progress to

ensure that HEIs have the information necessary to develop further interventions to redress
imbalances greater levels of equity.

• Encourage individuals to become mentors and role models for future groups of students.

Additionally, higher education institutions should continually keep the curriculum under review not only
in terms of the content but also the range of provision to ensure the maximum benefit to the targeted
groups. This should be built into an employability strategy for the institution which is regularly
reviewed, monitored and evaluated.

As far as England is concerned, such thinking will influence HEFCE’s request in early 2004 that HEIs
prepare new widening participation strategies.
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